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drawing board By Wendy Hollender

Drawing roots is an important 
component of botanical drawing. 
roots may seem complicated, but 
when you analyze their characteris-
tics, drawing them becomes a sim-
pler step-by-step process. 

There are several kinds of roots, 
and they all look a bit different. For 
this demonstration, i’m focusing on 
a plant with a main taproot, smaller 
branching roots and numerous, 
thinner, fibrous roots that all grow 
together. taproots are sometimes 
referred to as “elongated” when they 
widen and become a source of food. 
Examples include carrots, parsnips 
and radishes. 

once you understand roots and 
the patterns they create, you’ll begin 
to see similarities in many of nature’s 
patterns. The patterns in roots are 
similar to those of branches and 
trees, veining in leaves, and even the 
much larger patterns made by rivers 
and streams. Creating an exploratory 
sketch page of any of these patterns 
found in nature is a good way to 
begin the study of roots.

Pattern Analysis
when drawing complex patterns, 
first analyze what the basic pattern is 
in its simplest form. to do this, look 
at the lines or contours and shapes 
that the roots have. in the case of 
this taproot [see XX, directional] 
and its many fibrous roots, i compare 
the root lines to a straight line, a 
curvy line and a zigzag line. i deter-
mine that the root creates a line that 
is a combination of curvy and zigzag.

The Root of the Matter
Studying patterns, draw more realistic roots with a variety of pencils, by 

shading and overlapping forms. 
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next i look at the width of the 
roots and see that these roots all 
start out wider at the top and taper 
to a very thin line at their extrem-
ity. The shape is irregular with some 
variety in width, but the general pat-
tern is from wide to very thin, and 
the change is gradual. i look at the 
central, largest taproot first and then 
i study the secondary branching 
roots and then, finally, the thinner 
fibrous roots.  

Overlapping
Consider the complex forms cre-
ated by the roots—intertwining and 
overlapping each other. The goal is 
to create a feeling of depth by having 
some roots appear to be on top or 
in front of other roots. These areas 
where the roots overlap create cru-
cial opportunities to use toning in a 
methodical way to create this illu-
sion of depth. i do this by toning the 
area behind the topmost root at the 
juncture where its intersection with 
another root, behind it, occurs. This 
creates good contrast and will allow 
the root in front to appear on top 
of the root behind it. it is helpful to 
understand that darker tones recede 
and lighter tones come forward.  

now that the pattern of the 

roots is established, more branch-
ing and fibrous roots can be added 
onto the central taproot. start with 
a lightly drawn center axis line to 
establish the root contour and then 
add the appropriate width tapering 
on either side of this center axis. i 
always refer back to the real root in 
front of me and try to capture it, but 
an exact copy isn’t necessary. as long 
as i keep the root pattern, it will look 
natural and be an accurate represen-
tation of this plant’s root system.

toning with grisaille technique
after i draw in the major roots 
lightly with a graphite pencil, i 
switch to my dark sepia-colored pen-
cil to render the roots with correct 
toning and overlapping shadows. i 
use a light source in the upper left 
corner to make my forms look as 
three-dimensional as possible. i put 
the darkest shadows on the right side 
of the form and have a highlighted 
area to the left of the center of the 
form. it is crucial to use a technique 
of seamless, graduated toning from 
light to dark to create this illusion. 

grisaille is a technique that 
artists have used for centuries. 
traditionally, an underpainting is 
created with monochromatic tones 

from light to dark to show form, 
light source and structure. Color is 
added in glazes on top of the under-
painting. i have adapted this tech-
nique in my botanical drawings. it 
allows me to first focus on the most 
important component in a botanical 
drawing, which is plant structure.

Drawing Background
Decide to use a background, or not, 
such as soil behind the roots. if you 
want a background, render it once 
the root drawings are complete. 
sometimes i’ll use an embossing 

Materials
Surface: Fabriano artistico 140 lb. 
hot pressed watercolor paper 

Media: Faber Castell polychromos 
pencils, Albrecht Durer watercolor 
pencils, graphite pencil H

Other: Pergamano embossing tool 
#.5 and 1, erasers—kneaded and 
plastic, magnifying glass, good pencil 
sharpener, clear ruler for measuring, 
and don’t forget your real specimen: 
you can dig up a root from the ground 
or a potted plant or buy some from a 
farmer’s market.
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tool to render thin roots if i know 
i will be adding a background. The 
embossed lines will show when 
toned with a colored pencil.

Adding Color
now consider the roots’ colors and 
the background. at this point, i’ll 
layer colors and continue to add 
darks and leave my lights as needed. 
Highlights are left as the color of 
the paper. i leave more light tones in 
the beginning because i can always 
darken, but it’s hard to remove tone, 
though you can erase a bit if needed. 
i also do some light layers of water-
color pencil during this stage.

it is crucial to render the back-
ground with thought and methodical 
toning and blending. i will darken 
the area right behind the roots and 
then make the toning lighter sur-
rounding that area. This is similar to 
the technique i use for toning when 
creating my overlapping areas. 

roots are like a surprise wait-
ing to be discovered. in the case of 

a watermelon radish there’s an addi-
tional surprise. when the radish is 
sliced open it reveals a brightly col-
ored pattern similar to a watermelon. 
i wanted to highlight this character-
istic in my composition. n
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FinD these rOOts FOr  
PrACtiCe:

Taproots (carrot, burdock, dandelion, 
parsnip, horseradish)

elongated taproots (radish, turnip)

Fibrous roots (lettuce, spinach)

Bulb (garlic, onion, tulip)

runner (strawberries, mints)

Tuberous roots (potatoes, dahlias)
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